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The spread of inaccurate or “fake” content over social media platforms (SMP) has 
become a major societal challenge with significant social and political repercussions. 
Studies in the IS field have examined the credibility of online information as a key 
construct. However, little attention is paid to the behavior of individuals when faced 
with questionable information. This study draws from the elaboration likelihood model 
and theory of attribution to develop a research model that explains the conditions 
under which people verify messages that they receive and view over SMP. We theorize 
that message quality and the relational proximity of the sender influence the likelihood 
of verifying content, and that incongruence of the content with prior beliefs of the 
receiver moderates the influence of message quality on the intention to verify. We test 
our model using the vignette method with four scenarios. The initial results and 
implications of these results are discussed. 
Keywords: Fake news, social media, content verification, message quality, sender 
relational proximity, incongruent beliefs, elaboration likelihood model, theory of 
attribution 
Introduction 
With the widespread adoption of social media (e.g., Facebook had 2.2 billion monthly active users as 
of the fourth quarter of  2017)1, more and more people are turning to such media as their main source 
of information. According to a recent survey by Pew Research Center, 44% of American adults get their 
daily news from Facebook2. While social media offer considerable benefits in disseminating useful 
information at user level and business level; at the same time, inauthentic content can be rapidly and 
easily disseminated over such media. Indeed, fake content is widely shared on social media (Allcott and 
Gentzkow 2017), and often believed and accepted without further verification. The diffusion of such 
content over social media can lead to serious undesirable impact on one’s business and society at large. 
Examples of these impacts include inaccurate decision-making, embarrassment, social conflict, and 
subversion of democratic processes. For instance, politicians can be greatly embarrassed when they 
                                                     
1.  https://www.statista.com/statistics/264810/number-of-monthly-active-facebook-users-worldwide/ 
2.  http://www.journalism.org/2016/05/26/news-use-across-social-media-platforms-2016/ 
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realize that their public statements were based on “fake” news3. Even established news sources can fail 
to verify information before using it in their official publications4. With the recent scandals about “fake 
news” being spread during major political events such as the U.S. elections and the negative 
consequences on democratic processes that ensued, several governments have warned social media 
providers to solve the “fake” content problem on their platforms. However, it is unlikely that 
government regulations can eliminate all fake news messages, and it is important to understand under 
what conditions users will verify messages over social media so as not to be misled by fake ones.   
In response to such phenomena, several studies have investigated the spread of rumors or unverified 
messages on social media. For instance, Oh et al. (2013) examined the factors that motivate individuals 
to share rumors on Twitter during social crises. Using rumor theory, they found that source ambiguity, 
anxiety, and personal involvement lead to greater rumor mongering. Further, Lee et al. (2015) studied 
various other factors that relate to rumor and non-rumor diffusion, such as the type of message, the 
number of followers, and hashtag usage. On the other hand, a few other studies have examined the 
determinants of information credibility in social network sites. For instance, Li and Suh (2015) 
investigated several factors, such as medium and message credibility, that influence the perceived 
credibility of information on Facebook. While these studies shed light on a number of factors 
influencing the diffusion of rumors and inaccurate messages, questions of when and under what 
conditions people decide to verify the content being diffused on social media remain understudied. 
Addressing these questions is particularly significant with the increasing prevalence of “fake news” and 
inauthentic content on social media that we referred to earlier. Therefore, in this study we propose the 
following research question: Under what message and sender conditions do users intend to verify 
messages on social media platforms?  
Specifically, we develop a research model drawing on elaboration likelihood model (Petty and 
Cacioppo 1986) and attribution theory (Kelley 1967). The elaboration likelihood model (ELM) is 
suitable to examine the above question since it explains the message and sender characteristics that 
would cause the receiver to elaborate on the message content, as per the central processing route. We 
posit that following the central route will lead the receiver to deliberate on and verify the message. 
Additionally, the intention to verify the message would depend on its congruence with receivers’ 
existing beliefs, as per attribution theory. Thus, we combine relevant constructs (message quality, 
sender relational proximity, and incongruence of prior beliefs) from these two theories to build our 
model of message verification intention. A preliminary test of the model was performed using message 
vignettes in a survey, with four scenarios reflecting varying levels of message and sender characteristics. 
The results of an initial test with 84 subjects from Facebook largely support the proposed model. 
We expect to provide several theoretical contributions to the literature. First, this study examines a 
novel construct, intention to verify a message, which lacks attention in extant research. Prior related 
studies (e.g., Li and Suh 2015) have mainly focused on examining the antecedents of information 
credibility or perceived believability. However, it is important to understand under what conditions 
receivers will verify messages, such that they do not spread unverified information. Second, we examine 
the influence of sender relational proximity on the intention to verify the message, while existing studies 
mainly focused on the effects of source credibility. Third, we highlight a moderating variable: the 
incongruence of the receiver’s beliefs with the content, which is found to interact with message quality 
in influencing the intention to verify the message. Overall, the findings of this paper can inform policy 
makers that aim to create an online environment that is less conducive to the spread of “fake” 
information. It can also inform the design of message characteristics that promote the verification of 
content and consequently hinder the spread of false information through social media. 
Theoretical Background (ELM & Attribution Theory) 
In this study, we draw mainly from the elaboration likelihood model (ELM), complemented by 
attribution theory to build our research model. ELM is a theory of persuasion that originated from 
psychology (Petty and Cacioppo 1986). It has been widely adopted in information systems research to 
                                                     
3.  http://www.glennbeck.com/2017/02/15/doh-nancy-pelosis-face-when-she-realized-she-quoted-a-fake-tweet-is-priceless/ 
4.  http://thehill.com/homenews/media/319401-new-york-times-newsmax-fall-victim-to-fake-flynn-twitter-account 
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study, for example, information adoption in online communities (Zhang and Watts 2008) and belief in 
online consumer product’s reviews (Cheung et al. 2012). However, in our study, we use ELM to 
understand the conditions under which social media messages will be deliberated (in this case verified) 
by the message receiver. ELM argues that individual’s attitude is changed through two fundamental 
routes: the central route and the peripheral route. In the central route, the individual 
processes/deliberates the message with full attention, which implies that he or she carries out effortful 
cognitive activity to form the subsequent attitude. In this route, the quality of the message is carefully 
considered. In contrast, under the peripheral route, the individual pays less attention to the content of 
the message. Thus, he or she relies mainly on other cues that may function as simple heuristics to judge 
the validity of the message (Petty and Cacioppo 1986), such as source reputation. In our study, we posit 
that receiver’s use of the central route will lead to greater deliberation, and thereby intention to verify 
the message content. Specifically, we posit that both message quality and sender proximity will 
motivate the receiver to verify the message. At the same time, attribution theory explains other 
conditions that will motivate the receiver to verify the message. Specifically, attribution theory (Kelley 
1967) illustrates situations under which people will engage in causal analysis (central route processing) 
following an event. The event in this case is the receipt of a message over social media platform. 
Typically, people hold certain beliefs about the topic contained in the message. Such beliefs may 
influence people’s subsequent behavior depending on whether they are congruent or incongruent with 
the message content (Burgoon and Le Poire 1993). Particularly, having beliefs that are incongruent with 
the message may lead to greater effort to scrutinize its content depending on its quality. Thus, 
incongruence of prior beliefs are expected to moderate the influence of message quality on the intention 
to verify. Based on the two theories, we develop and present our model hypotheses below. 
Model and Hypotheses Development 
In this study, we are interested in examining the conditions that influence user’s intention to verify 
messages on social media. “Intention to verify the message” (INVM) serves as the dependent variable 
for our research model. Specifically, we posit that message quality (high vs. low) and sender’s relational 
proximity with the message receiver (close friend vs. acquaintance) will influence the intention to verify 
the message. Furthermore, incongruence of prior beliefs with the message will strengthen the 
relationship between message quality and the intention to verify. Other factors such as age, gender, 
education level, years of social media usage, number of social media friends, personal relevance, and 
the need for cognition (Petty and Cacioppo 1986) are included as control variables in our model. The 
research model is depicted in Figure 1 below. 
Message Quality (MQ): This refers to the quality of the message that a user receives on Facebook. We 
assign two levels to this construct: high vs. low quality. Some Facebook posts may be written to 
persuade their intended audiences, while others may be written without much attention to quality as a 
basis of persuasive power. Hence, the quality of messages will vary from high to low depending on 
presence of features that enhance the ability of the content to convince the audience. For example, the 
quality of the message will increase in the presence of supporting information that strengthens the main 
argument of the message (Jensen 2003). Furthermore, a high-quality argument is described as a logical 
argument with valid information that is supported by credible sources, which may include research 
institutions, reputable media outlets, or trustworthy government agencies. Whereas, low-quality 
arguments lack any supportive information or mention of sources, and tend to include fewer and more 
ambiguous words (Phang et al. 2014). Under the central route in ELM, argument quality determines 
message recipient’s attitude towards the message through careful cognitive processing of the message. 
Prior studies show that argument quality influence people perception towards the believability of the 
message in an online context (Cheung et al. 2009). Therefore, we argue that message with high quality 
is expected to be persuasive and thus more likely to be verified. In contrast, a message with a low level 
of quality is perceived as less worthy of attention and thus more likely to be dismissed and not verified. 
Accordingly, we propose the following hypothesis: 
H1: Message quality is positively associated with the intention to verify the message. 
Incongruence  of Prior Beliefs (IB): According to attribution theory, people’s prior beliefs about the 
attributes of an event influence their subsequent behavior depending on how the actual unfolding of the 
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event fits, or is congruent with, their beliefs (Burgoon and Le Poire 1993). According to Pyszczynski 
and Greenberg (1981), when people are exposed to content that disconfirms their expectations, they 
will take a more critical stance towards the content subjecting it to further scrutiny. In addition, prior 
studies in the context of web content credibility show that when people are confronted with information 
that contradicts their prior expectations, they are more likely to conduct checks on that information 
(Zhang and Watts 2008). However, the effect of the level of congruence with prior beliefs will depend 
on the quality of the message; since, for example, messages of low quality are likely to be dismissed 
even if they are incongruent with prior beliefs. Accordingly, we hypothesize the following: 
H2: The relationship between message quality and intention to verify the message is 
stronger/weaker when the level of incongruence with prior beliefs is high/low. 
Sender Relational Proximity (SRP): The traditional stream of research on proximity suggests that 
people feel closer to those who are physically close to them (O’Leary et al. 2014). In other words, 
geographical proximity is positively associated with relational proximity (Kiesler and Cummings 2002). 
In this paper, we focus on relational proximity as the main factor that is likely to influence the intention 
of a receiver to verify a message. We define “sender’s relational proximity” as the extent to which the 
message recipient perceives the message sender to be a close friend rather than an acquaintance. 
Similarly, social network literature proposes the concept of ‘strength of a social tie’ as a fundamental 
characteristic of the link between two actors that exist independently in a specific context (Knoke and 
Kuklinski 1982; Burt 1980). The relational proximity of a message sender to its recipient (close friend 
vs. acquaintance) is a reflection of the strength of their social tie (strong vs weak) (Granovetter 1973; 
Brown and Reingen 1987). Furthermore, a close friend is more likely to be perceived as trustworthy 
compared to an acquaintance (Hallinan and Williams 1990), since the norms of mutual trust are more 
established amongst close friends (Shah and Jehn 1993). In addition, studies from the communication 
literature argue that sender’s perceived trustworthiness is an important element in information 
persuasion (Slater and Rouner 1996). Hence, relational proximity between the sender and recipient of 
a message can serve as a heuristic cue in framing the judgment about the message. Accordingly, we 
propose the following: 







Figure 1.  Research Model 
Methodology 
Overview of Research Design and Operationalization 
Our proposed model was examined using a vignette method (i.e. scenario-based method). The vignette 
method is commonly used in IS literature to present a hypothetical situation and gauge subjects’ 
response to it (e.g. D’Arcy et al. 2009; Siponen and Vance 2010). In this paper the vignette method is 
used, first, because it helps to mitigate social desirability bias (Trevino 1992) that is expected if 
participants are asked directly whether they verify content or not; they would not want to appear naive. 
Second, the vignette method enables us to manipulate our main independent variables (message quality 
and sender relational proximity), which is not achievable through a direct survey. Third, in this study, 
our main dependent variable is ‘intention to verify the message’ and intention is a perceptual construct 
that is difficult to measure using objective data obtained from social media sites. In this study, we 
manipulated our two independent variables: message quality (MQ) and the sender relational proximity 










(CFC, PR, Age, Gender,  
ED, NFF, YFU) 
H2 
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vignettes are shown in Figure 2). Respondents were asked to go through the scenario and subsequently 
respond to the survey items that measure the moderating variable, Incongruence of Prior Beliefs (IB), 
and the dependent variable, Intention to Verify the Message (INVM). Furthermore, control variables 
are included such as the need for cognition (NFC), Personal Relevance (PR), education level (ED), 
gender, age, years of Facebook usage (YFU), and number of Facebook friends (NFF). NFC is defined 
as user’s willingness to enjoy and engage in an effortful cognitive activity (Cacioppo et al. 1984). 
Whereas, PR is defined as the extent to which individuals perceive the content of the message as related 
to their interests and goals. PR and NFC are commonly adopted as control variables in studies that use 
ELM as they may influence elaboration likelihood (e.g. Qing et al. 2007). However, the main 
independent variables of this study were manipulated while questionnaire items are used to measure the 
moderating variable, dependent variables, and control variables. Items were adapted from previously 
validated instruments with word modification to match the objective of this paper. Items are measured 
according to seven points Likert scale (from strongly disagree to strongly agree, including neutral). 
Three items for IB were borrowed from Cheung et al. (2009), three items for PR were derived from 
Zaichkowsky (1985), three items for INVM were adapted from Ajzen and Fishbein (1980), and four 
items to measure NFC were borrowed from the standard scale of Cacioppo et al. (1984). Due to space 
limitation, the items are not reported in the paper but are available upon request. For the purpose of face 
validity, a pretest was conducted with a pilot group and improvements to the scenarios and the items 
were incorporated. In addition, a manipulation check was conducted with fellow researchers to figure 
out if the variables were indeed perceived as manipulated.  
 Example of vignette of high quality message 
from an acquaintance.  
Example of vignette of low quality message 











While you are checking your Facebook page, 
assume you saw the following post, posted by an 
acquaintance (i.e., a person who you know slightly, 
but who is not a close friend). 
While you are checking your Facebook page, 
assume you saw the following post, posted by a 
close friend of yours. 
 
 
Figure 2.  Example Vignettes 
Data Collection 
For the purpose of data collection, four vignettes with survey items and demographic questions were 
developed using online tool Survey Monkey. Each vignette represents one condition (e.g. the first group 
receives vignette with high quality message from close friend and second group receives vignette of 
low quality message from close friend etc.). A convenience sampling strategy was applied to recruit 
subjects from a social media platform. Convenience sampling is a nonprobability sampling technique, 
which is reasonable for preliminary studies (Neuman 2014). Furthermore, subjects were assigned to 
four groups randomly as shown in Table 1. 
Table 1. Experiment Design 
 From close friend (High SRP) 
From an acquaintance (Low 
SRP) 
High-quality message (High MQ) 21 subjects 22 subjects 
Low-quality message (Low MQ) 20 subjects 21 subjects 
Total 84 subjects 
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Preliminary Results 
Reliability and Validity Tests 
Prior to data analysis, Cronbach’s alpha test was carried out to test the reliability of the items used; 
Table 2 shows the reliability results and correlation matrix. In addition, factor loadings was checked for 
assessing discriminant and convergent validity. The loadings were between 0.71 and 0.88, and all items 
loaded most on their assigned constructs (due to space limitations, the factor analysis table is not 
included but is available upon request). 
Table 2. Reliability and Correlation Matrix 
  Alpha INVM MQ SRP IB NFC PR Age Gender ED YFU NFF 
INVM 0.85 1                     
MQ NA 0.22 1                   
SRP NA -0.15 0.00 1                 
IB 0.78 0.25 0.25 -0.17 1               
NFC 0.85 -0.00 0.11 0.13 0.14 1             
PR 0.78 0.38 0.09 -0.20 0.22 0.04 1           
Age NA -0.10 -0.15 0.22 -0.2 0.02 -0.00 1         
Gender NA -0.31 0.14 0.27 -0.2 0.11 -0.13 0.09 1       
ED NA -0.03 -0.03 0.13 -0.2 -0.02 0.01 0.59 -0.01 1     
YFU NA -0.04 -0.20 0.24 -0.2 0.04 -0.05 0.35 -0.03 0.45 1   
NFF NA 0.29 0.01 0.05 -0.2 -0.02 0.17 -0.08 -0.13 0.02 0.07 1 
Hypotheses Analysis  
The results of our regression analysis are shown in Table 3. Intention to verify the message was entered 
as dependent variable. The regression analysis was conducted with three models. The first model 
included the control variables only. The second model included control variables and the independent 
variables, message quality (MQ) and sender relational proximity (SRP). The last model added the main 
effect and the interaction effect of Incongruence of prior Beliefs (IB and Inter_IB). 
Table 3. Initial Regression Result 
Variables First Model Second Model Third Model 
 B Std. Err. Sig. B Std. Err. Sig. B Std. Err. Sig. 
Constant 0.53 0.87 0.54 -0.27 0.92 0.76 -0.54 0.91 0.55 
Age  -0.01 0.03 0.71 0.00 0.03 0.96 0.00 0.03 0.91 
Gender -0.78 0.32 0.01 -0.88 0.33 0.01 -0.90 0.32 0.00 
ED -0.017 0.25 0.94 -0.10 0.25 0.68 -0.07 0.25 0.76 
YFU -0.01 0.07 0.80 0.01 0.07 0.82 0.04 0.07 0.56 
NFF 0.00 0.00 0.03 0.00 0.00 0.03 0.00 0.00 0.11 
NFC 0.01 0.10 0.88 -0.01 0.10 0.92 0.00 0.10 0.95 
PR 0.30 0.09 0.00 0.27 0.09 0.00 0.22 0.09 0.02 
SRP    -0.07 0.31 0.81 -0.17 0.31 0.59 
MQ    0.68 0.29 0.02 0.67 0.29 0.02 
IB       -0.19 0.18 0.27 
Inter_IB       0.57 0.24 0.02 
R2 (Adjusted R2) 0.26 (0.19) 0.31 (0.23) 0.36 (0.27) 
F 3.91 Mod. Sig. 0.00 3.76 Mod. Sig. 0.00 3.79 Mod. Sig. 0.00 
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The initial results from the third model show that there is a significant positive relationship (β=0.67, 
p<0.05) between message quality and intention to verify, which supports the first hypothesis. In 
addition, there is significant moderation effect of incongruence of prior beliefs on the relationship 
between message quality and intention to verify; such that messages of high quality are more likely to 
be verified when the level of incongruence with prior beliefs is high. This indicates that the second 
hypothesis is supported (β=0.57, p<0.05). However, the results show that sender relational proximity 
has no significant effect on intention to verify. Therefore, the third hypothesis is not supported (β=-0.17, 
p>0.05). Furthermore, among the control variables, gender and personal relevance have significant 
relationships with the intention to verify. 
Discussion 
The objective of this study was to investigate the conditions under which users verify content that is 
received over social media platforms. Our preliminary findings suggest that message quality has a 
significant positive relationship with the intention to verify the message. In other words, when a 
message quality is high, users are more likely to verify the message. This can be explained by the fact 
that high quality messages are more likely to be taken seriously by receivers, prompting their intention 
to verify their content. This is particularly the case when the message content challenges the receiver’s 
prior beliefs. On the other hand, low quality messages can be more easily dismissed, particularly when 
they contradict prior beliefs. In addition, our preliminary findings suggest that sender relational 
proximity does not have a significant influence on intention to verify. This result indicates that messages 
received from acquaintances are not necessarily more likely to be verified compared to those received 
from close friends. This could be possible because the perceptions of relational proximity might be 
subconsciously distorted on social media. However, it is also possible that the manipulation of sender 
relational proximity was not salient enough in the vignettes we used. Thus, future work needs to 
consider research designs that ensure participants’ attention to relational proximity when responding to 
measurement items. 
Limitation and Future Work 
This study has limitations that will be considered in our future work. Despite the various advantages of 
the vignette method described above, it can be limited in its capacity to reflect real life conditions. 
Therefore, our future research will plan to design a field experiment to provide a more realistic testing 
of the conditions under which users verify content, which makes use of objective data from social media 
sites for the manipulation of constructs. In addition, due to space limitations, we were unable to further 
explain the theoretical integration between the two theories; we plan to provide detailed explanation of 
the theoretical background in our future work. Further, the sample size of this study is relatively small 
and may not be representative (e.g., most participants are young adults). Thus, our future work will 
make use of a larger sample size and a more representative sampling strategy.  
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